Government Table 2 shows the size of government as a percentage of GNP and annual growth rates between dates in the table. Government growth was much faster early in the century than it has been later in the century. (It depends in part whether we count 1952 as early or late, but the picture is still the same.)
Why did government get bigger?
Today almost two thirds of all government expenditures are accounted for by 5 items: defense education welfare interest social security As Government Table 4 and the figures show, it is social security that has been growing fastest as a share of government expenditures, from zero to 16 percent.
But the bottom panel of the table, which shows expenditures on these functions as a percentage of GNP shows that all of the functions contributed to the growth of government and no single function stands out.
The bottom row of the table was calculated by taking the change in Government as a percentage of GNP between 1902 and 1990 (it grew by 29% from 8% to 37%). The growth in each expenditure function as a share of GNP was also calculated, and then the share of total government growth as a percentage of GNP that can be explained by each category was calculated.
The results may be surprising. Welfare contributes the least to the growth in government, and Social Security the most (you may want to quibble about the distinction). Growth in education accounts for 15%, defense spending 17% and social security 20%.
In other words, there is no dominant expenditure function that explains the growth of big government. 
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